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Matthew Pitcher – NATRE Symposium reflections 

 

I have thought long and hard about my write up of the NATRE Curriculum Symposium. I thoroughly 

enjoyed talking to, engaging with and challenging my fellow attendees and I loved every minute of 

actually coming together with other passionate teachers and advocates for RE. After eighteen 

months of Zoom it was so refreshing to see people face to face. 

A big take home for me is that the Curriculum that we teach is fluid. What we have taught previously 

is not a “sacred cow”, never to be touched or kept in stasis, but it needs to be refined, torn up, and 

started again. As my knowledge of a topic grows and develops – so does my curriculum. I call it “my” 

but actually, it should be “our” in terms of my department. I am at the one setting the course and 

direction but I need my fellow RE teachers on board and heading in the same direction to avoid any 

rocks or shallows that we may encounter along the way. 

I had started to plan to revamp the RE curriculum during the 2020-21 year – certainly at the time I 

had started to engage again with the nitty gritty of RE. Speaking to and listening to other leaders in 

RE, reading blogs and examples of how others have constructed their curricula have given a far 

better insight into the development of a cohesive and progressive model. 

In Hampshire we are encouraged to think about the thread that weaves its way through our units. 

This is what I want to achieve with each year plan but I also wanted to expand our purview and link 

in the multi-disciplinary aspect and also encompass worldviews. This is a time consuming process 

and one that I do not think we will get to anytime soon but I wanted to make a start. 

I have used booklets on and off for the last 20 years and so in order to keep things together, to show 

progression through the units and to have a record of the learning we have gone to booklets for 

class work and exercise books for extended writing and assessments. So far, these are working really 

well especially the use of the exercise books for more extensive pieces as these will show over the 

key stage the progress and development a young person has made. 

Starting at the beginning, I looked at our Year 7 plans – the concepts of promises, beginnings and 

ideas. So the key religious concepts of Covenant, Creation and Philosophy (yes I know it is a 

discipline but it has also had a key impact on the western worldview, morality and ethics). In year 8 

we have half the curriculum time, a throwback to earlier times when RE may not have been the 

subject in the school it now is. This has issues as we need to halve the content, but also ensure we 

gain a sizeable cohort opting in for RE in Year 9. So we move into the concepts of rules and 

regulations, of rites and rituals. We look at Islam, with a sociological lens, and we have based this 

unit on Cardiff University’s fantastic work – along with the work of Lynn Revell and Kate Christopher 

on Muhammad Ali. We then move on to looking at Ethics in terms of behaviour and attitudes to 

more contemporary issues. This strikes a good balance but we have already seen areas in which we 

can improve and adapt – by bringing in the ideas of Utilitarianism and Virtue ethics in order to bring 

a more philosophical lens to the topics. 

Year 9 splits – we have our core RE (or Philosophy and Ethics – again another hangover from 

previous days) and our Year 9 Option groups whom we give a grounding in, but not exclusively use, 

the GCSE. Our core groups follow a scheme based around the BBC A-Z of Religions and Beliefs – and 

it really helps us get a diverse range of beliefs and worldviews over to the pupils. As a UCL Beacon 
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School for Holocaust Education, we have a term looking at the Holocaust and we tie in work with 

History, English and Art to deliver a thought provoking programme. 

Our Option groups have units on Buddhism, Philosophy of Religion, Humanism and Christianity over 

time in order to ensure GCSE uptake but also set great foundations for further study. 

It is not perfect. I think one of the takeaways I had from the symposium is that trying to gain 

perfection is impossible – but it is the process that we go through to give the best curriculum for the 

pupils sat in front of us. Of course we have our bias – as a person with a Philosophy and Sociology 

degree I love teaching the philosophical units, and I’ve always used parts of sociology in lessons (well 

before the multi-disciplinary focus) but with a caution that I didn’t want to steer too far from the 

religious aspect. Indeed I can remember an examiners report from 15 years ago stating that if we 

were not careful the Religion would slip away from the exam answers and they would be pure 

sociology. 

One other thing I am really conscious of is the very heavy western content within the curriculum. 

When we looked at Creation stories earlier in Year 7 we ensured we looked at one story from each 

continent to show the links and differences between the stories – but at the same time saying they 

were human stories. In many ways, RE is about human stories, and the use of narrative is vital in our 

lessons and our subject. 

After listening to the speakers and talking with others at the Symposium, I find that RE is thriving out 

there – that effective and exciting RE is being taught and it is our mission to get out there and tell 

people about it.  

I keep coming back to the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama – everything changes. Either the Buddha 

or Take That, but the message is the same. We need to keep changing.  
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